Telomerase activity in Kaposi's sarcoma, squamous cell carcinoma, and basal cell carcinoma.
Patients with acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) often develop Kaposi's sarcoma (KS), an unusual skin tumor. The malignant nature of KS has long been disputed. Telomerase activity that maintains telomere length and ensures chromosomal stability, a frequently appearing marker in human malignancies, has been proposed to play a critical role in supporting continued cell growth, hence formation of tumors. We examined telomerase activity in tissue extracts from 22 KS, 10 squamous cell carcinoma (SCC), and 22 basal cell carcinoma (BCC) using the telomeric repeat amplification protocol (TRAP). All of the tumor tissues were previously cryopreserved at -80 degrees C. In this study, all tumor samples tested were positive for telomerase activity. Consistent with the presence of the enzyme activity, the skin tumors had relatively long telomeres. Inhibitors in the tissue extracts of some samples needed to be diluted or extracted by phenol before the enzyme activity was detected in the TRAP assay. All KS as well as two other skin carcinoma samples revealed positive telomerase activity. Our finding supports telomerase's role in tumor cell immortality and suggests the true neoplastic nature of KS.